Medial prefrontal disengagement during self-focus in formerly depressed patients prone to rumination.
Medial prefrontal cortex (MPFC) activity during self-referential processing has been associated with rumination and found aberrant in depression. We investigated whether this aberrant activity reflects a trait marker that persists in remitted patients. Twenty-five patients fully remitted from major depression for at least 6 months, and 29 matched healthy controls were scanned with fMRI while presented with personality trait words in two conditions: Self condition asked whether the trait described themselves; General condition asked whether the trait was generally desirable. Contrasts-of-interest were examined in a factorial model and rumination correlates were examined in 2-sample t-tests with Ruminative Response Style score as covariate. All findings were reported at a conservative p < 0.05, with whole-brain peak-level family-wise error correction. Self-referential processing increased anterior cortical midline activity to a similar extent in both groups. Dorsal anterior cingulate cortex (MNI(x,y,z) = -12,20,26) and dorsal MPFC (MNI(x,y,z) = -6,46,40) activity during self-referential processing was positively associated with rumination in healthy control subjects and negatively associated with rumination in remitted patients. A longitudinal design tracking the relationship between rumination and MPFC activity would have aided the interpretation of our findings as to whether high ruminators are exhibiting an adaptive process to maintain remission or whether it represents a maladaptive process considering that high ruminators have an increased vulnerability for relapse. The association between increased anterior cortical midline activity during self-referential processing and rumination differentiated healthy controls from formerly depressed patients. Self-referential neural processing during remission from depression may depend on the cognitive tendencies to ruminate.